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Abstract

Understanding how to create trauma-informed learning environments which can contribute to learner empowerment is the
focus of this phase of an ongoing education design research project. As embedding opportunities for social-emotional learn-
ing (SEL) competency development has proven to help all students develop a sense of belonging within their educational
environments (Cooper, 2014), a classroom climate that promotes these opportunities proves a useful metric by which to
define inclusive learning environments. Internal and external factors K-12 faculty perceive as affecting their ability to create
inclusive learning environments for increasingly diverse student bodies are examined. Observations are used to understand
the extent to which faculty perception informs classroom practice. As K12 teachers are often collaborators in design and
implementation of inclusive environments, an understanding of the extent to which these individuals conceptualize terms

such as “belonging” is critical.
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Introduction

Too often, instructional design research on the develop-
ment of inclusive learning environments is grounded in
frameworks which seek to universalize the experience of
diverse student learners (Meyer et al., 2014) or focus on
a deficit-based approach (Navarro et al., 2016). While the
former approach can flatten the unique lived experience of
diverse learners (Fraser, 1998), the latter can contribute to
a reduction in motivation for the individual and a lack of
belonging (Laija-Rodriguez et al., 2013) within the class-
room community.

In truth, the instructional design and technology (IDT)
field has traditionally lacked models which prompt design-
ers to consider how different contexts contribute to an
assets-based approach (Stefaniak et al., 2022). Eschewing
traditional models, assets-based approaches to instructional
design research over the past fifteen years have drawn on
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theory and frameworks from outside the field proper, as in
Woodley et al. (2017) use of culturally responsive pedagogy
to embrace learner’s diverse backgrounds or Young’s (2008)
reinterpretation of a culture-based model. Almost thirty
years ago, Dick (1995) cautioned the design field against
focusing too heavily on the context of learning environments
as if such a focus would distract from rather than contrib-
ute to the design of efficient and effective instruction. How-
ever, many within the field have begun to question whether
research practices (Reeves & Lin, 2020) and design models
(Moore, 2021) widely accepted as canonical are still useful
in designing solutions to ill-structured problems (Jonassen,
2000) for increasingly diverse audiences. The synthesis of
research practices and models from other fields—such as
counselor education and trauma-informed pedagogy— can
help to expand the IDT field’s understanding of how to
design learning environments which foster inclusion and
belonging.

The origins of a trauma-informed approach (TIA),
although outside the IDT field proper, lie within a similar
origin point: the American military. In the aftermath of the
Civil War, veterans returning home were plagued by ongo-
ing physical and emotional distress, which, at the time, was
accredited to the moral weakness of the individual. Under-
standing of post-traumatic stress deepened over the next
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century, and by the late 1990s, was expanded to include
ongoing interpersonal traumas, such as instances of abuse
or neglect (Felitti et al., 1998). This expanded definition has
led to trauma-informed care within educational settings dis-
proportionately being relegated to the role of school counse-
lors or mental health professionals (Lynch & Klima, 2020).
Recently, young learners have been made increasingly sus-
ceptible to traditional non-interpersonal traumas, such as
global disasters (like the Covid-19 pandemic) and interna-
tional conflicts (such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine).

Public school systems have struggled to adopt formal
frameworks or, indeed, even common definitions of a TIA
(Hanson & Lang, 2016; Maynard et al., 2019). Thomas et al.
(2019) suggest the intentional design of an environment of
belonging can be more empowering for trauma-affected
learners than other more explicit interventions. A TIA
requires a shift in practice from a deficit model, reframing
questions such as “What’s wrong with this learner?” to more
supportive and systemic inquiries such as “What internal and
external factors are affecting this learner?” (Thomas et al.,
2019). This assets-based approach leads to the empower-
ment of the learner, in which they are then able to act as
change agents within their own communities (Sulecio de
Alvarez & Dickson-Deane, 2018).

The Intervention

A specific focus on the creation of inclusive learning envi-
ronments as a trauma-informed practice which can contrib-
ute to this student empowerment guides this phase of an
ongoing education design research (EDR) project. Partici-
pants within the study, K-12 teachers at a public school dis-
trict in suburban Philadelphia, had spent the summer prior
engaging in a virtual, asynchronous professional learning
session on how to leverage social-emotional-academic
competencies to create safe, predictable environments of
belonging for learners across grade levels. As a final step in
assessing their strengths post-training, faculty were asked
to comment on their preparedness to create inclusive learn-
ing environments according to Freire (1970/2000) praxis
of critical consciousness. Within this praxis, individuals are
constantly engaged in the co-recognition (with input from
students) of what inclusion is for their specific communities,
while simultaneously critically reflecting on the extent to
which said elements of inclusion have been put into action.
The current study, undertaken throughout the school year
immediately following the summer training, explored fac-
ulty members’ self-identified strengths within this praxis.
Classroom observations provided a chance to confirm or
dispute the extent to which these strengths were being put
into action.

EDR requires practitioners and researchers to come
together to collaboratively implement and evaluate the effect

@ Springer

——
4 =274

of proposed interventions in authentic settings (Design-
Based Research Collective, 2003; Vanderhoven et al., 2016).
The current phase explores interventions teacher-practi-
tioners put into place to create inclusive learning environ-
ments. Specific interventions were not prescribed; rather
teacher-practitioners had the design freedom to intervene
as seemed appropriate in each individual learning environ-
ment to achieve the overarching goal of improving a sense
of belonging. The testing of such design ideas can contribute
to both theory and practice (McKenney & Reeves, 2018).
The specific research questions guiding this phase were as
follows:

RQ 1: How do K-12 faculty conceptualize their own
readiness to create inclusive learning environments in
accordance with Freirean praxis?

RQ2: In what ways do select faculty participants imple-
ment elements of inclusive learning environments?

Epistemological Approach

Traditionally, IDT research has been conducted with an
objectivist approach, seeking to uncover universal truths
about how individuals learn (Jonassen, 1991; Moore et al.,
2023). However, EDR has been championed by a ris-
ing group of relativists (McKenney & Reeves, 2018) who
continue to suggest that knowledge is not transmitted but
uniquely constructed by the individual (Bruner, 1986; Jonas-
sen, 1991; Schon, 1983). As such, the design of learning
environments and resources should be much more attuned
to context and collaboration (Jonassen, 1991). Constructivist
designers should focus on how the environment can help or
hinder learners as they navigate and mediate multiple per-
spectives of the world in order to create their own under-
standings (Jonassen, 1991).

EDR generates a fundamentally different type of knowl-
edge than more traditional, objective research (Moore et al.,
2023). Whereas traditional researchers reason both induc-
tively and deductively, design researchers reason construc-
tively or abductively (Dorst, 2011; Kolko, 2010). Abductive
reasoning leads to an approach that is not empirical in nature
but iterative, with designers engaged in both framing, and
reframing, the design problem and potential design solutions
simultaneously (Dorst, 2011; Svihla, 2018). This process
yields results about the theoretical nature of learning thanks
to interventions which have been designed with, not for, an
audience (Moore et al., 2023).

Author positionality and district context

Despite being positioned as powerful agents of change (Nel-
son & Stolterman, 2012), designers often fail to explicitly
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acknowledge power and privilege in their research, ignor-
ing the opportunity to discuss how critical facets of their
humanity directly affect their practice (Boling et al., 2023).
An important element of my (second author’s) research
agenda is how empathy threads through so much of what
makes us designers. Our designer professional identity con-
tinues to evolve to where opening ourselves in a respon-
sive way to other’s feelings and experiences is the way we
design. Our design situations have cultural, societal, socio-
economic, political, and educational implications. At first
glance, design situations are like trying to turn an aircraft
carrier: they take a lot of force, they are slow, and it takes
a long time to turn such a large ship with such momentum.
Changing situations of inequity, a lack of diversity, and/or
non-inclusion involve changes to everything we do every day
(Herman et al., 2023; Tracey & Baaki, 2023).

My (first author) entire professional career, like many
other women, has been spent in public education which, ide-
ally, prides itself on offering equitable learning experiences
to all students within the community—no applications and
no rejections, regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, or belief system. Having spent thirteen years in the
classroom, the intermediary role teachers are asked to play
in implementing district initiatives for this diverse group
of learners, initiatives that may be educationally sound on
paper but more difficult to bring to fruition in the complex
microcosm of the classroom still resonates. In transition-
ing from a classroom role to a central administration role,
the responsibility once felt for students has begun to inform
design practice with my faculty. Those working with learn-
ers who themselves have experienced trauma are prime
candidates for secondary traumatic stress (Lynch & Glass,
2018; Cieslak et al., 2013). Secondary traumatic stress has
been found to severely impact the daily functioning of pro-
fessionals including chronic fatigue, emotional detachment,
existential questioning, and poor work performance (Hydon,
2015). Such trauma has led to the loss of over 300,000 pro-
fessionals in the 2021-2022 school year alone (Dill, 2022),
with women disproportionately making up this loss (Tirrell-
Corbin et al., 2023). I can see myself reflected in each of
these losses.

As white, native English-speakers, both authors are aware
of how we fail to share common lived experiences with all
of the 5500 diverse learners of Centennial School District
(CSD). Within the past 18 months, the population of CSD
students who do not speak English as a first language has
more than doubled in size (sitting now just over 500 identi-
fied students) with Ukrainian and Russian joining Spanish as
languages heard daily in cafeterias and hallways. The major-
ity of the district’s Russian and Ukrainian students have been
displaced by the trauma of the ongoing Russian-Ukrainian
war. Forty-nine percent of CSD’s student body qualifies
for free and reduced lunch. Importantly, the intersectional

identities of CSD students suggests these data points do not
live in isolation but combine in various and unique ways that
can layer multiple barriers to feeling included and accepted
within a traditional school environment. Indeed, in the wake
of the global Covid-19 pandemic, a majority of K-12 learn-
ers, regardless of nationality, race, gender, or socioeconomic
status are increasingly exhibiting signs of post-traumatic
stress disorder (Ma et al., 2021).

Pennsylvania has a regressive funding system for its pub-
lic schools (Baker et al., 2012), with one of the lowest rates
of state contributions to school funding in the United States.
Individual taxpayers make up this deficit, which leads to
increased disparity in schools' abilities to provide, among
other services, mental health resources to help students pro-
cess the effects of trauma. In Summer 2022, CSD formally
adopted an educational equity policy, with the directive that
SSD students should be provided with not just equitable
access to educational opportunities but also that SSD staff
should develop and implement programming to best ensure
equitable student success. Three Coordinator positions
emerged to lead this equity work- a Coordinator of English
Language Learners and Inclusive Practices, a Coordinator
of Social-Emotional Learning (SEL), and a Coordinator of
Online and Digital Learning (first author). These individu-
als developed an initial faculty professional development
session designed to share our district conceptualization of
belonging and how a focus on SEL competency development
allowed for the creation of trauma-informed inclusive learn-
ing environments. Within this session, a common definition
for belonging was established, examples of opportunities
for SEL competency development were showcased, and the
Freire (1970/2000) name-reflect-act continuum of critical
consciousness was introduced.

Review of the Literature

Existing literature and past practice should be used to verify
if a proposed EDR research problem is legitimate, research-
able and research-worthy (McKenney & Reeves, 2018).
Abductive reasoning is at both the core of design (Dorst,
2011) as well as effective teaching practice (Veen, 2021)
and is dependent upon attempts to capture the best possible
explanation for what we observe (Veen, 2021). In attempting
to abductively reason about what constitutes an inclusive
learning environment, conceptualizing terms as nebulous
as “inclusivity” and “belonging” can be a helpful first step.

Belonging in trauma-informed learning
environments

Goodenow (1993) defines belonging as a learner’s “sense of

being accepted, valued, included and encouraged by others
(teacher and peers) ... and of feeling oneself to be an important
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part of the life and activity of the class. (p.25). While some argue
a sense of belonging is a subjective feeling of inclusion within
specific contexts (Strayhorn, 2019), there is general agreement
that within truly inclusive learning environments, each learner
feels support to have autonomy, to be their own authentic self.
Inclusivity can be conceptualized as environments in which
traditionally underrepresented groups (whether due to gender,
ethnicity, race, ability, socioeconomic status or the intersection
of these factors) experience belonging (Ainscow and César,
2006; Zhao et al., 2023). Belonging, while having inherent merit
of its own, has also proven to be a mediating outcome for student
academic success (Chang et al., 2019). These definitions suggest
a positive relationship between a student’s sense of belonging
and a student’s engagement in the course. Engagement has emo-
tional, behavioral, and cognitive components (Marks, 2000) with
active participation—yvia both cognitive attention and behavioral
participation- being seen as a prerequisite for learning (Finn,
1989). However affective engagement which measures a learn-
er’s identification with the learning environment (Finn & Zim-
mer, 2012) has been found to directly contribute to a learner’s
motivation which, in turn, contributes to academic participation
(Wong & Liem, 2022; Zumbrunn et al., 2014).

Ongoing trauma can affect a student’s ability to create
the types of relationships which promote belonging and
connectedness in the learning environment (Pate, 2020).
When experiencing trauma, individuals often struggle with
self-regulation, choosing flight or fight as a neuro-biological
response to emotional stress (Perry, 2006). Efforts to cog-
nitively engage students who are struggling to regulate will
often fail unless an environment of safety and belonging
have been previously established (Greenwald, 2005). Such
a process is directly related to the biology of the brain (see
Fig. 1). Effort must be taken to create safe and supportive
environments, allowing students to feel socially and emo-
tionally connected enough to begin diverting attention to
cognitive processes.

As K12 teachers are often collaborators in design and
implementation of inclusion interventions (Carlgren, 1999;

Traumatized Brain

Konings et al., 2005; Persico et al., 2018), an understanding
of the extent to which these individuals conceptualize terms
such as “inclusivity” or “belonging” is critical. A focus on
social-emotional learning (SEL) competency development
can aid in the creation and maintenance of inclusive learn-
ing environments (Brackett et al., 2010; Sutton, 2004).

Addressing trauma via SEL

Embedding a trauma-informed approach (TIA) into the
domains of SEL is common practice for public school sys-
tems across the nation (Thomas et al., 2019), which have
not, by and large, adopted formal frameworks of a trauma-
informed approach (Hanson & Lang, 2016; Maynard et al.,
2019). Opportunities for SEL competency development
can be explicit, as in lessons that specifically allow stu-
dents time to reflect on their own abilities to self-regulate,
or implicit, such as a focus on teacher-student relation-
ships that balance student autonomy with clear boundaries
(Marzano et al., 2003). Students are most likely to feel
belonging when concrete SEL strategies are used consist-
ently by teachers throughout their classrooms, administra-
tors throughout their buildings, and the district as a whole
within all of its functional areas (Taylor et al., 2017).

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) provides districts with a walkthrough-
protocol to look for elements of inclusive learning environ-
ments. This tool supports a strengths-based approach by
focusing on feedback and development of progress instead
of evaluation. Five classroom components are considered
for an inclusive learning environment (see Table 1).

Examining trauma and belonging via Freirean
Praxis

Freire (1970/2000) theory of critical consciousness sug-
gests members of an organization have the responsibility to

w/ Post-Traumatic Interventions

Regulation
“Reptilian” or
survival brain

controls basic life
functions via
autoregulation

Related Reason

“Neomammalian”
brain allows for
complex cognitive
thought

“Mammalian” brain
or limbic system
controls memories
and emotions

v

Fig. 1 Potential of Trauma to Affect Brain Biology. Note. Three “R” model is adapted from Perry’s (2006) approach to trauma-informed inter-

vention
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Table 1 Elements of Inclusive Classroom Environments

Element

Look for/ Learn about

Teacher- Student Relationships

- Each student is addressed by name

- Appropriate responses to each students’ needs

- Positive teacher language

- Affirmation of student efforts

- Students sharing their perspectives, voices, concerns

Cultural Responsiveness

- Teachers learning about/ demonstrating knowledge of students’ cultures, back-

grounds, talents and interests

- Student experiences and identities reflected in classroom materials, curriculum,
and/or instruction

- Posted student work which reflects their identities, cultures, and experiences

- Students of all subgroups actively engaged in classroom activities

Classroom Routines and Procedures

- Classroom activities are introduced through consistent transitions

- Predictable routines and procedures
- Routines and procedures are not overly restrictive and allow for student
autonomy and self-regulation

Student-centered discipline

- Strategies and tools are available for students to problem-solve and self-manage

- Verbal and non-verbal cues communicate and promote expected behaviors
- Desired behaviors are positively reinforced
- Non-desired behaviors are discreetly redirected

Community building

- Opportunities are provided for students to connect with each other

- Physical space is set up to foster community
- Co-constructed classroom agreements are posted

The above is adapted from CASEL’s (2022) SEL Walkthrough Protocol

collaboratively question, analyze, and challenge dominant
viewpoints for any patterns (both conscious and uncon-
scious) which could perpetuate systems of inequity and
exclusion. Essential to any approach ground in critical con-
sciousness is an established end goal of action, in which
inequitable environments are redesigned for the mutual ben-
efit of all members. Being able to name what inequity looks
like and reflect on the extent to which it permeates existing
systems are two other critical and interrelated components
of Freirean praxis (see Fig. 2).

Name

Recognition that all students have a right to belonging and
inclusion within their classrooms just as they are, can be
considered a critical first step when engaging in an assets-
based TTA. For faculty creating these learning environments,
being able to specifically name what is meant by inclusion
and belonging is a necessary precursor to transformational
change and, more importantly, the right of all participants
within the system (Freire, 1970/2000). Suggesting only
administrators have the right to set vision for faculty to
implement or only teachers have the right to set vision for
the classroom community to implement will only lead to the
illusion of the successful creation of inclusive environments.
Furthermore, opportunities to clarify misrecognition (Fraser,
1998), in which diverse student groups may be asked to

forsake inherent components of their identity to be included
in learning spaces should be examined and addressed.

Reflect

Inherent within the successful naming of the coopera-
tively developed end vision of what an inclusive envi-
ronment should look like is the opportunity to critically
reflect on where gaps in the current status quo exist. Freire
(1970/2000) advocates the need for ongoing dialogue to
facilitate the transformative process; however admits that
dialogue struggles to emerge without time spent in critical
reflection (p.92).

Act

The process of reflection and action should be simultaneous
and ongoing. In wanting to design a perfectly inclusive envi-
ronment, the design team can become lost in iterations of
reflection and dialogue without ever taking action (Herman
et al., 2023). However, reflection has been repeatedly shown
to contribute to a design team’s ability to move forward in
an iterative design process (Stefaniak et al., 2022; Tracey &
Hutchinson, 2016). Action that takes place alongside criti-
cal reflection and dialogue is much more likely to succeed
(Freire 1970/2000).

While results from the current study are shared in discrete
stages for organizational purposes, it would be erroneous
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Fig.2 Freirean Praxis

Naming allows for a
collaborative
process where
faculty and student
voices are valued
and heard

to characterize Freirean praxis as dichotomous or hierar-
chical. Critical reflection is a form of action as is working
collaboratively to name injustice in order to transform it
(Freire, 1970/2000).

Methodology

Education design research (EDR), like other design-based
research methods, involves studying flexible iterations of
designed interventions in a naturalistic context (Hoadley
& Campos, 2022). As such, EDR projects are often too
large in scope to fully report in a single manuscript; break-
ing EDR projects into phases can help continue to show
the value of the research project over time (Christensen &
West, 2018).In proposing educational design research as a
viable research method for studying and improving edu-
cational practice, McKenney and Reeves (2018) suggest
three overarching orientations to inquiry: 1) research for
interventions; 2) research on interventions; and 3) research
through interventions. A complete EDR project will reflect
on each orientation at some point; within the larger project,
individual phases will often emphasize one orientation over
others (McKenney & Reeves, 2018). This phase focuses on
research on interventions, with a desire to generate knowl-
edge about the extent to which specific interventions used to
create inclusive learning environments were effective. This
phase takes a strength-based approach by considering K-12
faculty as co-designers in the creation of these interventions
within their specific contexts. The research questions guid-
ing this phase were as follows:
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RQ 1: How do K-12 faculty conceptualize their own
readiness to create inclusive learning environments in
accordance with Freirean praxis?

RQ2: In what ways are elements of inclusive learning
environments being implemented by select faculty par-
ticipants?

A strength-based approach values the skills, potential and
knowledge of self-inherent in study participants (Pattoni,
2012). As such, this study first seeks to center the voices of
K-12 faculty. However, focusing on strengths does not mean
areas of challenge or struggle should be ignored or necessar-
ily reframed as strengths (Pattoni, 2012). Helping faculty to
understand where practice differs from their perceptions of
their abilities to create inclusive learning environments is a
goal of this study.

Data collection for initial analysis and exploration
phase

Learning artifact- Discussion board

Initial data was collected via an asynchronous discussion
board tool (Padlet) as part of a required faculty professional
development session. This professional development session
was entitled “How it all fits together: A look at brain science,
belonging, SEL, and digital learning” and was conceptual-
ized as a way to communicate how multiple district initia-
tives aligned to support the newly adopted district equity
policy. Based on individual faculty assignment, faculty may
have previously received siloed training in one or more
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of these initiatives; this was the first time all faculty were
exposed to explicit alignment among initiatives. Previous
training in use of the discussion board tool had been pro-
vided. While faculty were encouraged to interact with each
other on the discussion board, professional development
facilitators chose not to interfere.

Discussion board participants

Participants were 194 K-12 faculty employed in a suburban
public school district in the Northeast. Eighty-eight partici-
pants held teaching assignments at the primary level (Grades
K-5); 82 participants held teaching assignments at the sec-
ondary level (Grades 6-12). The remaining 24 participants
were full-time district professional staff, such as instruc-
tional coaches and mental health counselors, who worked
with students at multiple levels (Grades K-12). While all fac-
ulty (n=452) were required to participate in the discussion
board for summer professional learning requirements within
the district, additional permission was granted by partici-
pants who agreed have their posts analyzed and categorized.

Discussion board data analysis

As a final response to the professional development ses-
sion, faculty were asked to place themselves on the Freirean
(1970/2000) continuum of name—reflect—act to represent
how ready they felt to implement equitable practices within
their own classrooms or purview. Faculty reasoning and
rationale were copied from the discussion tool, anonymized,
read individually, and then discussed among the research
team. The name—reflect—act continuum allowed for a “pre-
figured coding” (Crabtree & Miller, 1992, p.151) approach
initially; however under these three pre-figured codes, addi-
tional sub-codes were added as they emerged. From these
prefigured and emergent codes, six major themes emerged.
Furthermore, analysis of this learning artifact led the
research team to commit to following-up faculty perceptions
with faculty practice via a series of classroom observations.

Data collection for follow-up analysis
and exploration phase

Classroom observations

A secondary round of data collection involved classroom
observations utilizing a participant as observer approach
(Bogdewic, 1999). Observations were facilitated using
Section One of the Collective for Social, Emotional, and
Academic Learning (CASEL)’s walkthrough protocol (see
Review of the Literature section). Section One is focused
on classroom climate and practices and is further broken
down to prompt observers to look for evidence of positive

teacher-student relationships, cultural responsiveness, pre-
dictable classroom routines and procedures, student-centered
discipline, and community-building. Although this tool is
designed to be evaluative, faculty were not given a final
score; rather, Section One components simply provided
guidance on indicators to look for in environments designed
to support student belonging.

Observation participants

Having already defined the school district as a single instru-
mental case, purposeful sampling (see Creswell & Poth,
2018) was utilized to select individual faculty who had var-
ied responses on the original asynchronous discussion board.
Altogether, 20 observations were conducted, with attention
given to visit classrooms at the same frequency as which
self-identifications occurred. As such, thirteen observations
occurred in classrooms where faculty self-identified at the
naming level; four occurred in classrooms where faculty
self-identified at the reflection level; two occurred in class-
rooms where faculty self-identified at the acting level. The
final interview occurred in a classroom where the faculty
member had been on sabbatical the previous summer and
had not taken part in the summer professional learning.

Due to student privacy concerns, all observations took
place at the secondary level (Grades 7—12). At least two
observations were conducted across each subject area: Eng-
lish, Math, Science, Social Studies, World Language, and
electives (Business, Art, Physical Education, etc.) Each
observation lasted at least 45 min and included at least one
transition period (either students entering or departing the
classroom.) Faculty were informed of observations, via
email, at least 24 h in advance and were allowed to resched-
ule or opt-out.

Observations took place during the month of February.
In a modified block schedule, this means that students had
completed midterms for full credit classes more than three
weeks prior to observation and were not in a cycle of test
prep or any other atypical schedule. Students in half credit
courses had been attending said classes for at least three
weeks and, theoretically, should have had time to internalize
any new classroom routines and at least begin establishing a
classroom community.

Observation data analysis

Field notes from observations were anonymized and sum-
marized as soon as possible following each observation,
maintaining the initial categories set forth by the CASEL
walkthrough protocol. Early in the observation process, an
additional category emerged to be added to both observation
tool and subsequent field note summaries: expressed desire
for an increased focus on adult SEL within the complex
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subsystems which comprise a school district. Summaries
from early observations were checked for validity with the
school’s SEL Coordinator, a CASEL fellow, to ensure valid
interpretation of the CASEL walkthrough protocol.

Observation instruments often default to summariz-
ing the observation via one total score, placing teach-
ers along a single dimension of efficacy (Ho & Kane,
2013). While the focus of these observations was on
efficacy of interventions over efficacy of individuals, it
still was almost immediately apparent when reflecting
on field notes that individual interventions lived across
the Freirean continuum as opposed to residing in a sin-
gle dimension. As such, more care was given to analyze
actions following the outcome of interventions (i.e. what
the classroom community did next).

Results

RQ 1: How do K-12 faculty conceptualize their own
readiness to create inclusive learning environments
in accordance with Freirean praxis?

Of the 194 participants, 113 self-identified as being at a
naming level of equity implementation post-professional
learning, meaning they had a better understanding of our
district’s conceptualization of the term equity but were not
yet sure how it applied to their purview. Forty-five par-
ticipants self-identified as reflecting, in which they were
ready and able to critically examine their capacity for their
role in an equity implementation plan. The remaining 36
participants self-identified as ready to act and were able to
provide concrete implementation steps within their own
classrooms or contexts. For an overview of how faculty
self-identified and what themes emerged at these stages,
see Table 2.

While results are shared in discrete stages for organi-
zational purposes, it would be erroneous to characterize
Freirean praxis as dichotomous or hierarchical. Critical
reflection is a form of action as is working collaboratively to
name injustice in order to transform it (Freire 1970 /2000).

Naming stage- Maslow before Bloom

By far, the most frequent emerging theme from the initial
discussion board was the acknowledgement and agreement
that students cannot be expected to engage in the cognitive
processes necessary for learning if they don’t feel a sense
of belonging within their school environments. Both physi-
ological and social elements of safety were repeatedly men-
tioned as necessary components of an equitable and inclu-
sive learning environment. Faculty (at both the elementary
and the secondary levels) often made reference to Maslow
(1943; 1987) by name:

I believe most conscious, reflective educators under-
stand the value of this content. In essence, it's a com-
ponent of Maslow's Theory and those who teach with
a constant awareness of the hierarchy already are, and
will continue to implement these practices.

Furthermore, the creation of these environments was
understood as a prerequisite to any other scholastic endeavor.
One elementary faculty categorized the relationship between
social-emotional learning and academic learning as follows
(emphasis in original):

The biggest take away for me is the focus on each
child's SAFETY. We must make it a priority to make
each child feel physically, socially, and emotionally
safe so they have a real sense of BELONGING in our
classrooms and schools. These needs must be a pri-
ority and need to be met before we can expect any
academic success.

Several faculty members expanded their audience to
include themselves and colleagues, suggesting that both
students and adults within a learning environment require
feeling safe and being valued if they are to perform (empha-
sis in original):

Students need to feel physically, emotionally, socially,
mentally, and academically safe in order for learning
to truly take place. It's important to keep THIS the
main focus when I am feeling the pressure that comes
with teaching and that hopefully the efforts that I make

Table 2 K-12 Faculty Preparedness to Create Inclusive Learning Environments

Freirean Stage Number of Emerging Theme
Participants

Naming 113

Classroom environments should be safe spaces which prioritize belonging, repeatedly described as the idea that

students need “Maslow” before they can “Bloom.”

Reflecting 45

The selves we bring to inclusion work at the beginning of the school year may be different from the bandwidth we

have for such initiatives midyear, described by one teacher as a need to “honor our February selves.”

Acting 36

Intentional or purposeful front-end design decisions for the arrangement of physical space and opportunities for

student interactions are key to creating inclusive learning environments
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to try to accomplish this for my students is also shown
Jfrom admin to their staff.

Alongside reminders of the importance that faculty as
well as students need to feel safe and valued at their daily
workplace was the acknowledgement that the creation of
such a culture was the responsibility of all members of our
school team.

Reflecting stage- Honoring our “February Selves”

Despite increased feelings of expertise among those at a reflect-
ing level, a common theme of the need for self-acceptance when
initial implementation attempts went awry permeated discus-
sion. A secondary faculty presented the analogy of the July
teacher, well-rested and fully able to engage in professional
development, as ready and eager to move from reflection to
implementation. This was contrasted with the February teacher,
all but worn out from dealing with the myriad curveballs that
accompany any school year, and subject to feelings of failure
that they were unable to build the equitable learning environ-
ment he had envisioned short months ago. This visual resonated
with colleagues across grade levels who posted about needs for
“acceptance” and “grace” as we moved from discussion and
reflection towards implementation.

I feel like I've been given the grace to acknowledge
that this [creating environments of belonging in digital
spaces] is a continual process and not an end goal...

Faculty often paired the potential for error alongside
thoughts of using digital tools to implement environments
of belonging. A desire to ensure our fully virtual students
benefited from equitable learning experiences permeated
reflections. This was coupled with the acknowledgement that
creating belonging in online spaces continued to be more
difficult than creating belonging in-person. This sentiment
was expressed at both by individuals who work across grade
bands:

I feel confident moving forward in with DEIB and
SEAL. The digital aspect is an area that is more chal-
lenging...

And the secondary level:

I feel confident that I can incorporate DEIB and
SEAL into my daily teaching practices. An action that
I would like to incorporate into my lessons are finding
ways to incorporate digital tools that can be used to
improve student voice and choice.

Across grade levels faculty reflected that more time,
resources, and research would be beneficial to their ability
to move from reflection to implementation.

Acting stage- Intentional front end design

Faculty in the naming stage were able to recognize the
importance of creating a safe and welcoming culture prior
towards engaging in academic learning; faculty in the act-
ing stage started to provide concrete ways in which to create
this environment. Whereas responses from previous stages
seemed relatively balanced by faculty from both elementary
and secondary grade bands, at the acting stage, elementary
faculty became effusive with ideas for creating belonging
inside the classroom. Increasing “student talk” dominated
many of these ideas from providing designated time for stu-
dents to engage in small-group discussions several times
throughout the day to allowing student voice and choice in
curriculum decisions. Nonverbal opportunities for student
feedback—such as feelings charts or thumbs-up/thumbs-
down tickets for students to use in reaction to lessons were
also shared. Elementary faculty continuously used terms
such as “intentional” or “conscious” to describe their
approach to planning lessons that would support belonging.

Because observations were limited to secondary level
classrooms, this split in implementation confidence is espe-
cially relevant. Despite their lack of sharing in our summer
professional development discussion, all secondary faculty
observed did exhibit elements of intentional actions taken
to create inclusive learning environments.

RQ2: In what ways do select faculty participants
implement elements of inclusive learning
environments?

Observing how self-identification translated into teaching
practice was a second goal of this study. Although obser-
vations were selected based upon faculty self-identification
during the professional learning session, use of the adapted
CASEL walkthrough protocol reinforced the idea that
faculty operate within a constant Freirean continuum as
opposed to living solely in a discrete phase. Furthermore,
while specific elements of the protocol were observed being
implemented across initial faculty self-identification rat-
ings, intention or outcome of those implementations varied.
For example, while all observations included evidence of
teachers calling students by name, regardless of initial self-
identification level, the effect of how practice interaction
supported or distracted from community building varied.
Table 3 shares examples of observed interventions, organ-
ized by faculty’s initial self-identification within a specific
Freirean stage. This visualization is not intended to suggest
that all examples in the acting column are more inclusive
intervention choices or that faculty were not observed across
the continuum; rather to provide support to the finding that
similar interventions can have different implementation
effects.

. @ Springer
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Just as teachers did not exist in discrete stages of the
Freirean continuum, observed behaviors also often over-
lapped multiple elements of the adapted CASEL walk-thru
protocol. For example, teachers repeatedly used the tran-
sition time between the beginning of classes to deepen
teacher-student relations both with current and previous
students. Several (n=6) teachers across all three initial self-
identification levels were observed to greet each student by
name at the door and demonstrate knowledge of students’
lived experiences outside of class, asking about extracur-
ricular activities. The transition surrounding the close of
class was often conceptualized as a cushion time for stu-
dent-centered discipline. Teachers verbally acknowledged
they had built the last 5—10 min of class as a “buffer time”
to accommodate the working pace of all students. Students
were also afforded this time to check in with personal tech-
nology (i.e.cell phones) which may or may not have been
utilized throughout class and to prepare themselves and their
materials for the shift to their next class.

Within the limited schedule of the classroom teacher’s
day, transition time between classes can also be the only time
a teacher has to attend to their own adult needs, whether bio-
logical or social-emotional. Teachers who utilized transition
times for their own bathroom breaks or as a quick decom-
pression of a previous session often felt the need to apolo-
gize or explain their actions. Fourteen observations, limited
to teachers who self-identified at the naming or reflecting
levels, included teachers expressing the importance of
opportunities for the development of the adult community
within the school system. For some, these were character-
ized by reflections on the explicit professional development
offered by the school district. Some teachers found this
explicit PD to be helpful in reconceptualizing opportunities
for their own students to experience belonging; others identi-
fied the content of the PD as “trite” within a system they did
not feel was prioritizing adult inclusion.

Discussion of Findings

Three related findings emerged from this study- a reinforced
awareness that we must name— reflect— act in constant flux
(as opposed to discrete stages), the importance of prioritiz-
ing adult SEL alongside student SEL to be truly inclusive,
and a realization that recommending inclusive interventions
may prove ineffective unless intention and effect are dis-
cussed in tandem. These findings have implications for both
future practice and future research.

Whereas a reflection board in which faculty are asked
to self-identify preparedness in creating environments of
belonging reduces the discussion to a “prepared/ unpre-
pared” binary, classroom observations reinforce Freire

(1970/2000) that being able to name-reflect-act to com-
bat non-inclusive environments occurs simultaneously as
opposed to in discrete stages. Observations allowed for
confirmation that faculty who had self-identified at a nam-
ing level had taken some actionable steps towards creating
inclusive classroom environments, whether through learning
all students’ names or attempting to manipulate the learning
environment via sound, scent, or lighting. From a trauma-
informed perspective, the failure to create inclusive envi-
ronments prevents students from moving past a regulation
phase (Perry, 2006), effectively robbing the class of the time
provided when in a cognitive phase (Gieringer et al., 2023).
All faculty, regardless of initial self-identification, were tak-
ing actionable steps to moving students past a regulation
phase; however implementation and outcome of intervention
showed varied rates of success.

Perhaps most important in a study on interventions was
the finding that intent and implementation may be more wor-
thy of study than actual intervention. Instead of a checklist
of effective interventions utilized by teachers who excel at
creating inclusive learning environments, this study found
that teachers who are both strong and weak in this practice
often utilize similar strategies. However, the effect of these
interventions can differ wildly. Calling students by name is
not necessarily effective in creating student—teacher rela-
tionships, especially if it is utilized in isolation without any
other effort made to understand students’ lived experiences.
The relationship between intent and intervention should
be examined at all phases of instructional design models
which center culture (Thomas et al., 2002). Intention with
the design field has also previously been tied to the need
to act (Herman et al., 2023), suggesting that while nam-
ing and reflecting on what inclusive culture looks like, it is
only by putting inclusive interventions into action that our
praxis can improve. This study suggests the inverse to also
be true— action without first defining what inclusion looks
like and constant critical reflection on the effects of inclusive
interventions can also lead to practice which is less than
effective.

This study also raises an increased appreciation of how
inclusive environments must be built at all levels of a
system. Directives to build inclusive learning environ-
ments for students will not be effective without also con-
sidering how to make faculty and staff within the school
system feel included. Previous literature has asked what
resources K12 learners use to support their sense of
belonging, whether in-person or online (Barbour, 2022).
When asked to implement environments that promote
belonging, many teachers equally looked for channels of
support. Most teachers appeared very aware of whether or
not they felt as though administration teams were doing
everything they could to model the creation of envi-
ronments of belonging for teaching staff. Additionally,

. @ Springer
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teaching faculty sometimes expressed frustration that
efforts to promote belonging among their classes actually
resulted in worse feedback from administration observa-
tions which suggested their learning environments were
no longer “academic enough.”

Implications for Future Practice

Findings from this study have implications for profes-
sional practice at multiple levels of a public school sys-
tem, including both the individual classroom and district-
wide level. Individual teachers are going to continue to
cycle through the name-reflect-act stages when being
asked to create inclusive learning environments with each
new semester or year bringing a new group of students
who may experience belonging in disparate ways. While
third-party SEAL curriculums or training can continue
to support teacher practice, an assets-based approach to
teacher’s abilities to create these environments themselves
should also be espoused. Previous literature on teachers
as designers suggests a deficit-approach in which teachers
lack problem-solving skills (Koehler et al., 2019) or need
support (Ma et al., 2018; Svihla et al., 2015) to be able
to engage in effective learning design. However, when it
comes to the design of inclusive learning environments,
teachers are, by-and-large, able to use the abductive rea-
soning skills at the core of design (Dorst, 2011) to create
some value for their students.

Districts must support faculty by creating inclusive learn-
ing environments for adults within the system. One way dis-
tricts can support both students and faculty is in navigating the
politicization of such terms as “cultural responsiveness.” The
benefits of a culturally responsive classroom on both students'
social-emotional sense of belonging (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2020; Muhammad, 2020) as well as academic learning
outcomes (Aronson & Laughter, 2016) have been previously
documented. Supporting faculty to become more culturally
responsive demonstrates a district commitment to prioritizing
the creation of environments of belonging for employees as
well as students.

At the most macro-level of the system, state evaluations
should be open to the inclusion of evidence of faculty abil-
ity to create inclusive learning environments. Faculty who
are distinguished in such practice should be celebrated as
much as faculty who help students grow academically, via
both informal channels, such as during faculty meetings,
as well as formal channels, such as state evaluations.

Implications for Future Research

Results pointing towards the need to differentiate between
interventions and intention behind or implementation of said

@ Springer

interventions has implications on focus of research within the
instructional design field. While research on interventions
allows for continued measures of efficacy and efficiency,
research on designer intention demands further research into
designerly thinking (Cross, 2023; Smith & Boling, 2009).
Understanding how designers use abductive reasoning to
iteratively frame problems and solutions has been discussed
theoretically (Palmer & Choi, 2023; Svhila, 2020); the cur-
rent study suggests the field would benefit for a deeper explo-
ration of where designer intention intersects with problem
and solution framing, especially in real-world contexts.

Findings also have implications for future research across
learning modalities. Increasingly, K-12 learning environments
are incorporating digital experiences (Bond, 2020; Yuen et al.,
2019). However, a recent review of trauma-informed curricu-
lum used with pre-service teachers lacked any specific men-
tion of how to design for or deliver trauma-informed instruc-
tion via digital learning experiences (Hobbs et al., 2019). This
need is particularly concentrated at the K-12 level, with almost
all previous studies on belonging in technology-enhanced
environments taking place at the postsecondary level (DiGi-
acomo et al., 2023; Romero-Hall, 2017).

Understanding how teachers transfer conceptualizations
of belonging to technology-enhanced learning environments
is a goal of a future phase of this ongoing EDR project.
Previous research suggests the design of digital resources
requires a different skill set than that of traditional instruc-
tional materials (Moorhouse & Wong, 2022; Wang, 2021).
Many of the elements teachers currently use in their in-
person design of inclusive learning environments may not
seamlessly transfer to digital learning experiences. As learn-
ing moves increasingly online, such needs may be exacer-
bated. For example, this study found that transition times
during in-person learning were found to be common times
for students and teachers to make connections. However, in
fully online learning environments, transition times are often
student-directed. Teachers of fully online K-12 learners may
need to find alternate methods for providing opportunities
for student—teacher connection.

Conclusion

Where previous studies have focused on areas where teach-
ers lack design skills (Koehler et al., 2019) or need support
to be able to engage in design (Ma et al., 2018; Svihla et al.,
2015), this study utilized an assets-based approach to center
teachers as co-designers of inclusive learning environ-
ments. Teacher participants were provided training in how
SEL competencies can provide a trauma-informed frame-
work to increase student sense of belonging. Self-rating of
readiness to implement such interventions along a Freire
(1970/2000) “name-reflect-act” continuum was examined
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and confirmatory observations were held with select faculty.
While all faculty exhibited signs of being able to enact inter-
ventions to contribute to increased student sense of belong-
ing, further research into how teacher-designer intention
drives success of intervention is needed.
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